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ABSTRACT

This thesis delineates factors affecting the retention decisions of female Surface
Warfare Officers. The data were obtained from in-depth interviews conducted with 12
female senior officers and 15 female junior officers. The transcripts from the interviews
revealed 19 general themes. Based on the research, the data regarding the decisions that
female officers make to either stay in the Navy or leave leads to four broad categories:
economic factors, Navy “taste factors”, leadership factors, and family issues. The most
common negative factors influencing female junior officers to leave the Navy are quality
of life issues, lack of confidence in senior leadership, and family concerns. The main
reasons the female senior officers stayed in the Navy were job satisfaction, their love for
being out at sea and ship driving, and their commitment to taking advantage of the
opportunities offered to them and forging a path for the women who followed. This
thesis concludes with recommendations for further research and policy changes to assist
personnel officials in understanding the retention decisions of female Surface Warfare

Officers and potentially increasing the retention rate of the female officers.
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I. INTRODUCTION

A. BACKGROUND

Over the past decade, the Surface Warfare Community has had a problem with
retention. The Surface Warfare Community continues to exhibit the lowest retention rate
among all of the Navy’s Unrestricted Line Communities. Since the drawdown in the
early 1990’s, the number of officers in the community continuing on through the
Department Head level has dropped off dramatically. One of the major challenges
throughout the past decade for the community has been to retain enough senior
lieutenants to meet department head requirements. In FY 97, only 23.4 percent of the
officers in the community attended Department Head School. In FY 98 and 99, the
retention rate rose to 25 and 24.1 percent, respectively. (SWO Retention Power Point

Brief 1999)

In 1999, the Navy implemented the Surface Warfare Officer Continuation Pay
(SWOCP) that offered a bonus of $50,000 to officers who attended Department Head
School and committed to an additional 36-month (as a three-year tour or two 18-month)
department head tour. This appears to have a positive effect on retention as retention in
FY 00 reached 26.6 percent. Required retention over the next five years is expected to be

between 34 and 38 percent, depending on the size of the year group.

Among the officers in the later year groups are female Surface Warfare Officers
who, since 1994, have been given the opportunity to have a career path similar to their
male counterparts as they were permitted to serve on combatants. Women currently
make up about 11.5 percent of the officer community. Although the percentages in the
senior ranks, Captain and Commander, are small, 1.6 and 2.4 percent respectively,

females comprise 24.5 of the ensigns in the community.

Officer retention is critical to maintaining the Navy’s force structure. Retention is
still below the required steady-state levels. It is essential for the Navy to pay attention to
the issues that are causing the junior officers to leave the Navy. As female junior officers

now comprise one-quarter of the officers attending Surface Warfare Officer Division



Officer Course, it may also be beneficial for the Navy to assess the concerns that may be

unique to females in the community.

B. PURPOSE

The goal of this thesis is to qualitatively identify factors that contribute to the
retention decisions of female Surface Warfare Officers. The Surface Warfare
Community is examined due to a recent focus on retention in the community, as well as
initiatives implemented to increase retention in the community. Female officers in the
community were chosen as the participants due to the drastic increase in their
participation in the community, and the recent policy changes that have afforded them
increased opportunity. It is important to identify the issues that cause officers to leave the
navy, but with a growing pool of women in the community, it is also essential to address

the issues that may be unique or more complicated for women.

C. SCOPE/METHODOLOGY

This thesis uses qualitative research methods and inductive research analysis to
identify overarching themes generated from interviews conducted with female Surface
Warfare Officers. Interviews were conducted with 12 senior female Surface Warfare
Officers and 15 junior female Surface Warfare Officers. The interview protocol uses 20
questions for senior officers and 21 questions for junior officers that identify the issues
that contributed to senior officers choosing to stay in the navy, and the issues and factors
that influence the retention decisions of junior female Surface Warfare Officers. The
constant comparison method is used to develop themes that are supported with direct

quotations from the interview data.

D. BENEFIT OF THE STUDY

This thesis provides a better understanding of the factors and issues that
contribute to the retention decisions of female junior Surface Warfare Officers, and also
the unique issues that may be faced by female Surface Warfare Officers in their career

decisions. It provides potential insight into the problems in the community so that



potential strategies or initiatives can be developed to positively impact the concerns that

female junior officers have that cause then to leave the community.

E. ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS

Chapter II is divided into two parts: a history of women in the military, and a
review of literature related to retention. Chapter III details the sample population,
interview protocol, data collection procedures and research methodologies utilized.
Chapter IV presents the themes developed from the data analysis along with quotations
from the interview data for support. Chapter V provides a summary and conclusions for

the study, policy recommendations based on the research, and topics for further research.
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. OVERVIEW

The first part of this chapter documents a brief history of women in the military
from their inception in the Nurse Corps prior to World War I to the present day, and the
policies that have had specific impact on the inclusion of women in the military. It is
important to not only recognize the contributions of women in the military but also to
understand the impediments and policies that have governed the service and contributions
of women. Particular emphasis is focused on the Navy and the Surface Warfare
Community beginning in the seventies so as to foster some degree of understanding as to
the policy changes that were enacted that contributed to women becoming an integral part

of the community today.

The second part of this chapter analyzes two models of retention: the Annualized
Cost of Leaving (ACOL) Model of Warner and Goldberg (Warner and Goldberg 1984)
and the Unfolding Model of Voluntary Employee Turnover by Lee and Mitchell (Lee and
Mitchell 1994). Studies encompassing factors that contribute to the retention decisions of
female Surface Warfare Officers and how these factors impact the retention models are

discussed in detail.

B. HISTORY OF WOMEN IN THE MILITARY

Throughout the history of the United States, women have made invaluable
contributions to the military. Women have contributed to the defense of the land even
prior to birth of the country. As Lewis asserts, “they have contributed their talents skills
and courage to this endeavor for more than two centuries with an astounding record of
achievement that stretches from Lexington and Concord to the Persian Gulf and beyond.”

(Lewis 1999, 9)

This chapter’s history begins following the Spanish-American War, when the
contributions of the women who served in the health care field was formally recognized
as essential to the military. In 1901 Congress established the Army Nurse Corps,
followed in 1908, the Navy Nurse Corps. Although the status of the nurses was still as an
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auxiliary role to the military, as they were appointed, not commissioned, and had no
military rank, equal pay or benefits, they were now an official part of the Army and
Navy. (Dean 1997, 4)

1. World War 1

Women participated again in the military primarily to alleviate severe personnel
shortages and to render men able to go into combat. Many women also contributed in the
field of heath care. The Nurse Corps was already established in both the Navy and Army
and many women served in the war as nurses. By the end of the war, the Army Nurse
Corps had expanded from 400 to 20,000 and the Navy Nurse Corps from 460 to 1,400.
(Holm 1982, 10) The Navy Nurse Corps remained fairly small as the opportunities for

overseas service was limited due to the number of facilities.

Women were able to take on additional roles as well. In 1917, the Secretary of
the Navy Josephus Daniels authorized the enlistment of women into the Naval Reserve as
yeomen or other such ratings of the clerical nature that were deemed essential. Officially
women were enlisted as yeomen (F), but were more commonly referred to as
yeomenettes. The primary impetus for enlisting the women was to engage them in
clerical work ashore to release men to go to sea. Over 12,000 women enlisted in the
Navy during the war. Some served with hospital units in France, others with intelligence

groups in Puerto Rico, but most remained stateside. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 3)

Aside from the Nurse Corps, the Army did not enlist women during the war. The
Army did, however, employ 220 women as Signal Corps telephone operators to
implement the secure telephone network for the American Expeditionary Forces in
France and England. These women became known as the “Hello Girls.” (Lewis 1999,

53,62)

The Marine Corps did not enlist women until August 1918, when 300 women
joined the Marines. These women were dubbed “marinettes.” (Holm 1982, 12) These

women were similar to the yeomenettes and were employed in mostly clerical positions.



Following the war, all of the enlisted women in the Navy, Coast Guard and
Marines were demobilized. The nurses remained with the military, but were reduced to

their peacetime numbers and lacked full military status.

2. World War 11

Once again as the nation began the rapid mobilization for war, it faced a severe
personnel shortage. The overwhelming necessity for large numbers of men in combat left
a significant dearth of personnel in support roles. Women were vital to the war efforts as
the population of available men was insufficient. In part to assuage the shortfall,
numerous efforts were made to incorporate women into the military ranks. In May 1942,
President Roosevelt signed a bill that established the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps
(WAAC). The WAAC was not officially part of the Army, merely a women’s
organization created to serve with the Army. (Lewis 1999, 74) The women in the
WACC did not receive equal pay, did not receive entitlements for dependents, and did
not hold military rank. The inequality caused by the establishment of the organization
led to a great deal of resistance within the Army and numerous problems. The auxiliary
nature of the Corps did not allow for military control over the members, there was no
contract that kept women from leaving, and the legal and medical benefits afforded to the
women were not commensurate with their male counterparts in the Army. (Devilbiss
1990, 7). To combat this problem, the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) was established in
June 1943. Through the WAC, women became an official part of the Army and received
full military status.

The Navy followed close behind and established the Navy Women’s Reserve in
July 1942. The Navy resorted to enlisting women to release men for duty with the fleet
and to man forward bases. (Holm 1992, 26) The Navy women were known as WAVES,
Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service. They were established as part of
the Naval Reserve, not as a separate women’s corps although the acronym led to the
perception of a separate organization. (Devilbiss 1990, 7) They were enlisted and
commissioned in corresponding ranks and ratings to the Regular Navy. (Ebbert and Hall

1999, 39)



The Coast Guard, which was part of the Navy Department during the war,
established the women’s reserve in November 1942. The Coast Guard Women’s Reserve
was called SPAR, a derivative of the Coast Guard motto, “Semper Paratus- Always
Ready.” (Holm 1992, 27) The Marine Corps was authorized to establish a women’s
reserve under the same law as the Navy reserve, but did not actually create the Marine
Corps Women’s Reserve until February 1943. The nucleus for both the SPARs and
Women Marines was from the Navy WAVES program. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 57)

The primary constraint on women in the Navy Department was the law
prohibiting them from serving outside the contiguous United States. It was later amended
so that women could serve in Hawaii, Alaska, the Caribbean, and Panama. This however
did not apply to the WACs or the nurses. (Holm 1992, 63) The legislation establishing
the WAVES also limited the number of women who could serve as officers. Only one
woman could hold the rank of lieutenant commander, 34 as lieutenants, and of the rest,
only 35-percent could be lieutenant, junior grade. This severely stifled promotions. This
law was amended in 1943, and it allowed for one woman to be appointed captain and

removed restrictions in the lower ranks. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 89)

Although women were a vital addition to the war effort, they were limited in what
they could do. They could only serve ashore, they only had authority over other women,
and most began their involvement in the military in some form of administrative capacity.
After proving themselves, and again to ameliorate the personnel shortages, women
became involved in specialized training that led to such jobs as communications watch
officers, radio-radar administrators, air transport officers, and aviators. (Ebbert and Hall

1999, 59)

The aviation components of the services were typically more willing to integrate
women. Almost half of the women in the Army, about 40,000, served as Air-WAC:s.
The Army also employed women pilots in a civil service status to ferry military aircraft,
tow air gunnery targets, and teach flying. (Holm 1992, 64). These women were referred
to as WASPs, Women’s Airforce Service Pilots, and did virtually everything that male
pilots did during World War II, except combat. (Lewis 1999, 82) About one quarter of



the WAVES, nearly 23,000, served in the aviation component, and about one third of the

women Marines served in the aviation field.

One of'the roles of women in the Army Auxiliary Corps during World War II was
the manning of forward bases. The first five WAC female officers arrived in North
Africa in December 1942, followed by the first enlisted women in January 1943. They
were eventually stationed throughout Europe, the largest overseas deployment of women,
and the Southwestern Pacific. WACs moved with forces to Sicily, Italy, France on
Landing Ships Tank (LSTs) during the invasion of Normandy, and then to Paris and
Germany. The first WACs arrived in Australia in May 1944 and then moved on to New
Guinea, Hollandia, and the Philippines. (Holm 1992, 86) Despite some of the harsh and
rigid conditions particularly on the Pacific Front, as Holm notes, “morale overseas was
high because the women felt that they were needed and that they were contributing
directly to the war effort.” (Holm 1992, 83) Women, amongst other things, served as
typists, stenographers, translators, drivers, telephone operators, cooks, saboteurs,
cartographers, cryptographers and propagandists. At peak strength, there were over
17,000 WAC:s serving overseas, and by the end of the war over 5,000 WAVES, Women

Marines or SPARs were serving in Hawaii or Alaska.

Women again contributed immeasurably to the war effort through their
contribution in the health care field. Army nurses were the first women to arrive
overseas. Sixty army nurses landed with assault troops in North Africa in November
1942 and set up a surgical hospital. Nurses followed troops throughout the European and
Pacific fronts, working under heavy fire in such locations as Anzio, Guam, Midway and
the Philippines. (Lewis 1999, 87) When the Philippines fell to the Japanese in May
1942, 11 Navy nurses and 66 army nurses were held on the Philippines in POW camps
for 37 months. (Holm 1992, 91) Navy nurses also served at sea aboard 12 hospital ships,

in air evacuation, and in numerous overseas locations. (Holm 1992, 92)

As Devilbiss asserts, “the major ideological breakthroughs regarding women and
the military that came about during World War II were that women could be in the armed
forces (wear uniforms and have military rank), and that their contributions could be

important and continuing ones.” (Devilbiss 1990, 9) Over 350,000 women served in the
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military during World War II. They were all volunteers and, with the exception of
nurses, had served in programs literally started from scratch three years earlier. (Holm
1992, 100) By the summer of 1945, there were 100,000 WACs, 86,000 WAVES, 18,000
Women Marines, 11,000 SPARs, and 57,000 Army and 11,000 Navy Nurses. Despite
their numerous contributions, as the war wound down, the need for women to augment
the military decreased. The WASPs were disbanded in December 1944, the WAVES
were discharged starting in August 1945, followed by the rapid demobilization of the
other services. (Lewis 1999, 97) The Coast Guard however, was the only service that
completely disbanded its women’s component. The SPARs were demobilized in June

1946. (Holm 1992, 105)

Following World War II in June 1948, President Truman signed the Women’s
Armed Services’ Integration Act of 1948 that established a permanent place for women
in the regular and reserve components of the armed forces. However, Holm believes that
“its final passage was due more to the prevailing military manpower philosophy than to
concerns about women'’s right to serve.” (Holm 1992, 114) Although the Integration Act
established a permanent place for women in the military, it also imposed numerous
restrictions on their participation in the services. The Act placed a two-percent ceiling on
the number of women that could be on active duty in the regular component of each
service, limited each service to only one colonel or captain with complete exclusion from
flag rank, placed a ten-percent limit on the number of women lieutenant colonels and
commanders, placed a 20-percent limit on the number of women lieutenant commanders
in the Navy, and, except in the Air Force, placed women on a different promotion list.
Additionally, the Act specifically restricted women from duty in aircraft while on a
combat mission and service onboard ships in the navy, except transport and hospital
ships. Beyond that, the service secretaries were authorized to determine the duty that
women could serve in. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 124) The armed forces had joined
together to support legislation to include women in the peacetime armed forces to

alleviate problems that might arise if a full mobilization was required.
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3. Korea

On 1 July 1950, the first US Army Combat Troops arrived in South Korea in
response to the North Korean Communist Troops marching across the 38" parallel.
(Holm 1992, 148) Four days later, 57 Army nurses landed in Pusan to establish a
hospital. Within a month, there were over 100 nurses on duty in South Korea. The Army
nurse corps grew from 3500 to nearly 5400 during the course of the Korean War. Navy
nurses served in hospital ships including USS REPOSE, USS CONSOLATION and USS
HAVEN. (Lewis 1999, 100) It is estimated that between 500 and 600 women nurses
served in the war zone. (Holm 1992, 149)

As was the case during World War II, women replaced men in stateside billets so
that men could serve in the combat arena. Women also served overseas, in Japan and the
Philippines, in the WAC and Women in the Air Force (WAF) in direct support of the
war. By June 1951, the women in the line component numbered 28,000, just over one
percent of the total strength. Congress temporarily lifted the 2-percent cap in an attempt

to bolster recruitment. (Holm 1992, 150)

In 1951, at the request of Anna Rosenberg, Assistant Secretary of Defense for
Manpower, Secretary of Defense George Marshall established the Defense Advisory
Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS). The committee was established to
help the services recruit more women and to bolster women’s programs. The first action
of the committee was a joint campaign aimed at expanding, in ten months, the numbers
of women in the military from 40,000 to 112,000. The effort failed and directly impacted

the status of military women following the war. (Devilbiss 1990, 10)

Following the Korean War, the attitude towards women in the military was seen
in a more negative light. This was influenced by the failure of the recruiting effort
initiated by DACOWITS, the changing military strategy of the Cold War, the peacetime
draft, societal attitudes regarding women, and the absence of any pressures to use women.
(Holm 1992, 158) Two major policy changes resulted from the recruiting of women for
the Korean War: the minimum age for enlistment in the Navy was lowered from 20 to 18
and married women could no longer seek resignation at their request. (Ebbert and Hall

1999, 147)
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4. The Sixties

In the early sixties, President Kennedy decided to “expand U.S. military forces to
meet communist probes wherever and whenever necessary to show America’s resolve to
stand firm.” (Holm 1992, 179) Troops were committed to West Berlin and Southeast
Asia. The military continued to rely on conscription to provide the personnel needed to
fill the ranks in supporting the war on communism. Women’s programs were sidelined,
and actually continued to decline. Women were still limited in the opportunities for duty
in the services. By 1965, enlisted women were only found in 36 of the 61 noncombatant
occupational specialties. Nearly 70 percent were performing clerical and administrative
work, and another 23 percent were in the healthcare profession. More than 75 percent of
the women line officers were in administration, personnel, information, and similar desk

jobs. (Holm 1992, 184)

The role of women in the military began to expand during the sixties based on
personnel shortages associated with the Vietnam War, the increased role of women in the
work force, and the more aggressive venue of feminism sparked by Betty Friedan and
“The Feminine Mystique.” (Holm 1992, 186) In November 1967, President Johnson
signed Public Law 90-130 that removed some of the restrictions on female officers,
including allowing for the promotion of women to flag rank, abolishing the ten-percent
cap on women that could be promoted to lieutenant colonel and commander, equalizing
retirement, and removing the two-percent ceiling on women in the services. (Ebbert and

Hall 1999, 180)

5. Vietnam

American military women served in Vietnam from the start of the conflict. The
first WACs arrived for duty in 1966 at General Westmoreland’s headquarters in Saigon.
The majority of the women who served in Vietnam were nurses. Army nurses were sent
with medical units to support the troops in combat. In October 1965, USS REPOSE was
commissioned and 29 Navy nurses were assigned for duty, and in 1966, USS
SANTUARY was recommissioned with 29 nurses serving aboard. By February 1966,

over 300 military nurses were serving in some capacity in Vietnam and Thailand. Some
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nurses also worked with their Vietnamese counterparts in providing care to civilians,
setting up medical facilities, training personnel, and providing care to South Vietnamese
troops. (Holm 1992, 228) It is estimated that over 7500 American military women
served in Southeast Asia over the course of the war. (Devilbiss 1990, 11)
Approximately 500 WACs served tours in Vietnam as well as 36 women Marines, (Holm
1992, 214,217) and 9 female Navy line officers. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 173) According
to Holm, the women who served in Vietnam proved that “the modern American woman
is fully capable of functioning effectively in a combat environment, even under direct

hostile fire.” (Holm 1992, 207)

6. The Seventies

The seventies were a decade of expansion for women in the military. One of the
largest forces driving the increased participation of women in the military was the end of
conscription and the establishment of the all-volunteer force (AVF) in 1973. The AVF
Task Force ordered the services to develop contingency plans for the increased inclusion
of women. The combined service plans projected a total increase of nearly 170 percent.
By June 1977, there were over 110,000 female line officers and enlisted troops on active
duty. (Holm 1992, 250) Considerable debate ensued throughout the seventies over the
meaning of the term combat. Each service had its own definition of what constituted
combat. Law and/or policy excluded women from combat units and positions that
required combat skills. Congress mandated that that the DoD define combat and make
recommendations on expanding the jobs to which women could be assigned. According
to Holm, “in each instance, the services arrived at halfway measures that allowed women
limited access without directly encroaching on the combat restrictions imposed by law
and service policy.” (Holm 1992, 313) The lasting impact of the recommendations was
significant as women gained access to jobs involving flying, missile duty, and seagoing

assignments.

Throughout the early seventies, the military designed programs to enhance the
inclusion of women in all but the combat and direct combat-support fields. This

inclusion produced a more balanced distribution of women throughout the ranks. In
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1969, the Air Force opened the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) to women,
followed in 1972 by the Army and the Navy. By 1979, 20,000 women were enrolled in
ROTC, 2,100 of whom were on scholarship. In 1973, the first coeducational class
graduated from the Naval Officer Candidate School (OCS), followed by the Army in
1976. (Holm 1992, 270) In October 1975, President Ford signed the Public Law that
permitted women to gain acceptance to the service academies. Women were admitted in
the fall of 1976, and in 1980, the first co-ed classes graduated from the Army Military
Academy, Naval Academy and Air Force Academy. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 221) In
1977, the separate WAC commissioning programs were discontinued, followed in 1978
by the disestablishment of the WAC and the inclusion of women into the male promotion
lists. Women were included on the Navy and Marine Corps promotion lists in September

1981. (Holm 1992, 277)

Many of the restrictions and inequalities that women faced regarding family were
also amended during the seventies. The Air Force changed policy so that pregnant
women could seek reentry after being discharged, and women with children could be
accepted for service. The other services followed suit. The Department of Defense also
ordered that the separation of women for pregnancy and parenthood would no longer be
mandatory, but on a voluntary basis. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 198) In 1973, the Supreme
Court declared that it was unconstitutional for the military to require female members to

prove the dependency status of their husbands and children.

One of the strongest proponents of women in the military was Admiral Elmo
Zummwalt, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO). In August 1972, Admiral Zummwalt
issued Z-Gram Z-116 that expanded the role of women in the Navy. Under a pilot
program, a limited number of officers and enlisted women were assigned to sea duty on a
noncombatant, women could be assigned as commanding officers ashore, and women
formally entered into the aviation community. In 1973, six Navy women earned their
wings and were designated naval aviators. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 182) The Army and
Air Force mirrored the strides by the Navy, and in 1974 the first women graduated from
the Army’s flight training class, followed in 1975 by the Air Force through their test

program for female pilots and navigators in non-combat flying. (Holm 1992, 320)
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For women in ships, Z-116 augmented women to the crew of USS SANTUARY,
a hospital ship. Some of the women officers assigned to the ship earned their
qualification as Officer of the Deck (OOD) underway, thus demonstrating that “not only
could the ship handle women, but that women could handle the ship.” (Ebbert and Hall
1999, 241) The program was a huge success and paved the way for women serving

aboard ships.

The federal courts served as a catalyst for many of the changes that the military
faced in the seventies. Beginning in 1970, the services were hit with a series of lawsuits
brought by military women who challenged the constitutionality of exclusion policies on
the grounds of equal protection. (Holm 1992, 266) In November 1976 four enlisted
women filed suit in U.S. District Court in Washington D.C. asking that the Navy policy
prohibiting them from serving aboard major Navy ships be declared unconstitutional for
not providing women equal protection under the law. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 242) In
July 1978, Judge Sirica ruled on Owens vs. Brown, and ordered the Navy to proceed with
“‘measured steps’ in a nondiscriminatory manner, making individualized decisions
regarding women’s capabilities with respect to their roles in the Navy.” (Holm 1992,
332) The Court ruled that the Navy was permitted to determine how it would enact the
inclusion of women, but that blanket exclusions would no longer be tolerated. (Holm
1992, 333) Following the ruling, in July 1978 the Navy sent five female ensigns to
Surface Warfare Officer’s Division Officer Course. In the fall of 1978, the Navy began
assigning women to noncombatant vessels and temporary duty, not to exceed 180 days,
on combatants. The first wave of 16 officers and 375 enlisted women to be permanently
assigned to Navy ships reported in November 1978 to ships such as USS VULCAN, USS
L.Y. SPEAR, USS NORTON SOUND and USS SAMUEL GOMPERS. (Ebbert and
Hall 1999, 248)

Although the changes promulgated in Z-116 and by Congress were seemingly
revolutionary and advanced women to a great degree in theory, it took the Navy 20 years
to implement them fully. This occurred because the changes were extensive and required
a great deal of training and assignment modification, women were reluctant to enter some
of the nontraditional fields, and there was a great deal of resistance towards women in

command. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 235)
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7. The Eighties

A primary impetus for the expanded roles of women in the services during the
eighties, again, was the projected personnel shortfalls. In 1981, the Reagan
administration planned to expand the military by about 10 percent, which would amount
to about 200,000 troops, as early as 1985. As Holm notes, “the meaning of combat
exclusion was the common element driving decisions on military women in all the DoD

services during the 1980s” (Holm 1992, 398)

The Army devised a system to classify battle areas. Once the areas were
classified, women were assigned to areas that were not in combat or direct combat
support. This classification procedure opened over 12,000 positions in the forward

support battalions of the Army’s combat divisions. (Holm 1992, 406)

The Navy was concerned with planning for the projected 600 ship fleet. This
planning called for the addition of 120 ships to the fleet as well as the officers and sailors
to man the ships. (Holm 1992, 407) The Navy had the prerogative to designate ships
combatants or noncombatants. Female numbers and recruiting goals were based on the
number of billets on ships that women could serve on. Additionally, the Navy had to
reserve enough shore billets for men to allow for time ashore between sea tours. (Holm
1992, 408) In the initial phase of the women in ships program, women were assigned
primarily to repair ships, tenders, tugs and research vessels. As Holm found, “during the
joint DoD Background Review, the Navy reported that the women in ships program had
been an impressive success: ‘Navy women are routinely performing in both traditional
and non-traditional areas with skill, confidence, and dedication and are contributing to the
general operational effectiveness.”” (Holm 1992, 408) For female Surface Warfare
Officers (SWOs) in the late seventies and early eighties, although the number of billets at
sea was slowly increasing, there were virtually no billets available for women to serve as
executive and commanding officers. Many women left the community for the lack of a
career path. Opportunities began to expand in 1984 when destroyer tenders and repair
ships began to make six-month deployments, and more billets became available to
women. In 1986, 17 billets for female SWOs opened in replenishment ships and
maritime prepositiong squadrons. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 255)
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In 1987, Secretary of the Navy James Webb ordered the Chief of Naval
Operations (CNO) to convene a study group documenting the policies and opportunities
afforded women in the Navy. The outcome of the study was The Navy Study Group’s
Report on Progress of Women in the Navy, based on which Secretary Webb initiated
several major policy initiatives. Opportunities for women to go to sea opened as 26 of 37
ships in the Combat Logistics Force were designated noncombatants. These included
oilers, ammunition ships and stores ships. Secretary Webb also took action to correct and
prevent sexual harassment, fraternization, and inequality in job opportunities. A full time
captain’s position was also created as the Special Assistant to the Chief of Naval
Personnel for Women’s Policy. (Holm 1992, 413) In June 1987, the destroyer tender
USS ACADIA sailed into the Persian Gulf to repair USS STARK from damage caused
by Iraqi missiles. There were 248 women onboard, accounting for 25-percent of the

crew. (Holm 1992, 414)

The impact of these changes was extremely positive for women and was reflected
in the increased retention rates. The opportunities for command were now open, and the
opportunities for promotion for females were commensurate with their male peers. In
1983, the first female SWOs were screened to become executive officers. The first
woman executive officer was LT Susan Cowar, who assumed the duties as executive
officer aboard a fleet tug assigned to Naval Reserve forces.  The first woman to
command a ship was LCDR Darlene Iskra, who in 1990, assumed command of USS
OPPORTUNE, a rescue and diving ship, followed by CDR Deborah Gernes who
assumed command of USS CIMARRON, a fleet oiler in 1991. (Ebbert and Hall 1999,
262)

The Navy also took strides to provided additional opportunities to women in the
aviation field. In 1981 the Navy opened its jet-training pipeline to five women a year.
They were required to first complete the propeller syllabus and receive their wings, and

then they were eligible to apply for transition. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 274)

The Marine Corps was also progressive in opening opportunities for women. In
the late seventies, women were assigned to the Fleet Marine Force in Combat Service

Support and aviation elements. The only limits placed on women in the Corps were that
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they could not be assigned to infantry, artillery, tank, or assault amphibian units, nor

could they serve as pilots or naval flight officers. (Holm 1992, 416)

The Coast Guard was perhaps the most progressive of the services in regards to
the opportunities for women. By 1978, the Coast Guard had no arbitrary restrictions
based on gender, and by the end of the eighties, vessels of almost every class were going
to sea with both males and females. Women were commanding cutters, participating in
boarding parties, and operating law enforcement and search and rescue aircraft. There
were, however, limitations placed on enlisted women because of the size of the platforms.

(Holm 1992, 422)

8. Grenada and Panama

In October 1983, President Reagan ordered military troops into the Caribbean
island nation of Grenada, which had been taken over a year earlier by Cuban-backed
communist insurgents. After initial attack by Navy SEALs and Army paratroopers,
backup units, which included women, arrived on the island. Over 170 women
participated in Operation Urgent Fury. (Lewis 1999, 133) They routinely went to
Grenada and performed their jobs under combat conditions. They drove trucks, loaded
supplies and ammunition, guarded gates, served as military police, and did whatever

“noncombatant” things they were assigned to do. (Dean 1997, 25)

In 1989, U.S. troops were deployed to Panama in efforts to overthrow the
government of Manuel Noreiga. Approximately 800 women served in the invasion of
Panama as integral members of primarily the Army and Air Force. Among other
assignments, they served in Army infantry, Intelligence, and Special Operations, and in
the Air Force as aircraft commanders, pilots, navigators and flight engineers. Captain
Linda Brey led 30 soldiers of her Military Police Company to seize the enemy objective
of a military kennel near Panama City. She and her troops engaged in a three-hour
firefight before securing the objective. Women comprised four percent of the 18,400

troops that served in the invasion of Panama. (Francke 1997, 46)
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9. Gulf War

Operation Desert Storm and Desert Shield were the first major military
deployments since Vietnam, and the largest deployment of military women. During the
war, women in the military participated in almost every fashion on land, sea and in the
air, except in the actual fighting. (Holm 1992, 445) In the Navy, although women were
not permitted to serve onboard combatants, they were assigned to ships in the Gulf that
provided supplies, ammunition and repair. In September 1990, USS ACADIA sailed into
the Persian Gulf with a crew of 900 men and 360 women. ACADIA was hailed as the
first war-time test of a ship operating with a gender-integrated crew. (Ebbert and Hall
1999, 287) USS YELLOWSTONE, USS CAPE COD and numerous other ships of the
Combat Logistics Force and Military Sealift Command steamed in the Gulf with
integrated crews. Additionally, the Navy’s job continued long after the combat ended as
ships and sailors remained on station in remote areas on routine deployments. (Ebbert

and Hall 1999, 286)

In July 1991, the Pentagon reported that approximately 41,000 women had served
in the Persian Gulf arena. This accounted for roughly 7.2 percent of the deployed forces.
(Holm 1992, 469) Women served in medical facilities on land and at sea. The Army,
Navy and Air Force combined medical efforts in mobile medical units. Women also
served on the two navy hospital ships, USS MERCY and USS COMFORT, which
remained in the Gulf. (Lewis 1999, 146)

Although a large death toll was predicted, only 50 combat deaths occurred.
(Lewis 1999, 146) Of these, 13 were women. Additionally, two women were among the
25 U.S. personnel captured and taken as prisoners of war. Holm believes that “the
general reaction was that the men and women in the Gulf had chosen to serve their
country and some had made the ultimate sacrifice. There were no claims that any one life
was more precious than another.” (Holm 1992, 464) The Gulf War brought the issue of

women in combat to the forefront.
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10. Nineties

By 1994, a great deal of progress had been made in incorporating women into
combat units in the Navy. A couple of the driving factors behind these changes were the
incidents at the Tailhook Convention in 1991, which compelled the Navy to examine the
opportunities for women, and the Gulf War, which proved that women were capable of

serving in a combat environment. (Ebbert and Hall 1999, 313)

One of the chief successes for women in the nineties came in the form of the
repeal of combat exclusions. The first direct challenge to the combat exclusions came in
May 1991 when the House Armed Services Committee voted to allow women to fly
combat missions in the Air Force, Navy and Marines. (Holm 1992, 475) Support for the
repeal was driven by an amendment cosponsored by Representatives Patricia Schroeder
(D-Colorado) and Beverly B. Byron (D-Maryland) that would allow women to fly
military combat missions. (Holm 1992, 475) Originally, Representative Schroeder and
her collaborators specifically targeted the 1948 statute that prohibited women from flying
aircraft engaged in combat missions as the focal point for attacking the combat exclusion
laws. The Air Force policies were seemingly the easiest to attack because, unlike the
Navy, they did not incorporate additional policy restrictions such as allowing women on
combatant vessels. (Francke 1997, 221) When Representative Byron added her support,
the proposal was revised to include Naval aviation as well. (Francke 1997, 222)
Following hearings in the Senate Armed Services Committee in July 1992, the proposal
for pilot repeal seemed to lose merit and dropped off the defense authorization bill. This
change brought about increased vigor and support from military members, particularly
pilots in the Navy and Air Force. As a result, Senators Edward Kennedy (D-
Massachusetts) and William Roth (R-Delaware) reactivated the repeal as an amendment
to the 1992 Defense Authorization Bill. (Francke 1997, 239) After considerable debate,
Congress passed the 1992 Defense Authorization Bill, which include